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Navigating LGBTQ+ and Disabled Intersections Online:

Social Support and Identity Construction in the Age of Social Media
Researcher: Bianca Sturchio, MSW, University of Southern Maine; Thesis Chair: Donna Wampole, DSW, LCSW, University of Southern Maine

Background

Emerging disabled, LGBTQ+ young adults live in a world where
technology is ubiquitous and smartphone ownership as well as
access to and utilization of social media platforms are
unprecedented. However, few scholars have enmeshed this
population in empirical research to understand the personal, daily
goings-on and the larger socio-cultural elements that
contextualize a young LGBTQ+, disabled person’s existence. This
work exists as both a point of reference and response to the
critical gap in social science literature about the online
experiences of young disabled, LGBTQ+ adults who use social
media and Internet technologies to engage in social support and
identity construction.

Research Question

“What are the experiences of young LGBTQ+
adults with disabilities who use the Internet,
and more specifically social media, for social
support and identity construction?”

Methodologies
★

★

★

This research utilized a qualitative design, and involved
secondary data. The original data surveyed young U.S. residents
between the ages of 18-31 (emerging and young adults) who
self-identified as LGBTQ+ and disabled.
A purposive random sample of 15 cases were selected for the
study.
A phenomenological thematic analysis was performed, and
several themes emerged. These themes were consolidated into
smaller groupings for the purpose of synthesizing the data into
relatable parts. See Table 1. Major and Minor Themes for the
specifics.

Table 1. Major and Minor Themes (N = 15)

FREQUENCY OF PARTICIPANTS PER STATE (N=15)

Qualitative Themes; Definition of Each Theme
Definitions

Major and Minor Themes

Major Theme:
Community/Belonging

Access to online communities of like-minded others
facilitates feelings of community, and belonging, and
reduces emotional isolation

Minor Theme: Access to
“others like me”

Social media helps people access supportive
networks consisting of people who have similar
experiences, interests, curiosities, and goals. These
online access points may translate into offline
support in the form of face-to-face engagement and
social activism.

Minor Theme: Mental
and Physical Wellbeing

Social media serves as a protective factor against
negative mental and physical health outcomes.

Major Theme: Positive
Identity Development

Minor Theme: Identity
Exploration

Social media supports processes that lead towards
positive identity development, which involve:
building self-esteem, facilitating exploration of and
commitment to self-definition, reducing selfdiscrepancies, and fostering role formation and
achievement.
The active questioning of various identity
alternatives, such as through learning identity
differentiations, including identity-specific language
and information.

Major Theme: Streamlined
Communication

Social media allows for instant access to others in
less socially and emotionally demanding ways,
and written text of allows for stronger social
connection.

Major Theme: Relationship
Facilitation

Social media is a platform for accessible
connection, relationship-building, and maintaining
distance relationships.

Neutral Theme: Little to No
Change

Social media has little influence on identity and
support.

The findings included in Table 1. Major and Minor Themes present the
most widely discussed content among the participants, and the
corresponding definitions that explain each theme.
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Discussion

Figure 1. Participant Demographics: Participants’ Locations in the United States

Figure 1. Individuals resided in Arizona (1),
Florida (1), Kentucky (1), Maine (1),
Missouri (1), Nebraska (1), New Jersey (1),
New York (3), Ohio (1), South Carolina (1),
Texas (1), and Virginia (2) (N=15).

Results

The research sought to explore and understand the experiences of LGBTQ+, disabled emerging
adults who use social media for social support and identity construction. The thematic content
analysis synthesizing this work revealed 4 major themes, 3 minor themes, and 1 neutral theme,
which are illustrated in Table 1. Major and Minor Themes. The findings of the research show
that for most people, social media is a major source of social support, and a platform to explore
and solidify their identity. Seeing others virtually traverse a profound struggle that they could
directly relate to validated their own challenges, and lessened the feelings of discomfort,
shame, or uncertainty they felt. This work suggests networked technologies are advantageous
to young marginalized adults, and comprise the building blocks for individuals’ social and
emotional developments. This is particularly true for those who remain systemically or
otherwise disadvantaged by factors of illness, disability, and identity. It is much in part through
these social developments, albeit online, that young people begin to explore their desires,
engage a community of “others like them” and develop a positive self-narrative related to their
LGBTQ+ identity and disability/illness. For many young people, social media is the safest and
most familiar method to inquire about oneself, initiate identity explorations, and facilitate
connections with similar others by establishing membership in various online disability/LGBTQ+
groups.

SNS emerged as both an ongoing and facilitative tool, and for some a primary source of communication and connection with other
LGBTQ+/disabled adults. This work illustrates the crucial aspects of young adults’ access to safe, identity-specific communities, as
these spaces can support the facilitation of cornerstone elements of emerging adults’ social development--belongingness,
worldview, problem-solving, identity-making, and support, for example. Furthermore, this work speaks to a broader need to
explore the trajectories of connection-making within LGBTQ+/disabled people’s lives to better understand how to support the
social and emotional demands of disabled/LGBTQ+ young adults.

